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 In Victims of Ireland’s Great Famine Geber creates a snapshot of life 
during the years leading up to and throughout the Famine as experienced by 
the most destitute utilizing a multi-faceted approach including bioarchaeologi-
cal, historical, and archaeological analysis of mass graves at the Kilkenny 
Workhouse. The Kilkenny Workhouse was one of many workhouse institu-
tions created in Ireland by the 1838 Poor Law. This law was based on the Poor 
Law passed four years earlier in England, and was steeped in the belief that the 
poor “had a natural passion for idleness and that discouraging incentives were 
needed to help the poor evade poverty”(27). The potato blight and ensuing 
famine turned the workhouse into a last resort where applicants chose between 
starvation on the outside or death by disease on the inside. Excavations under-
taken at the Kilkenny Union Workhouse grounds uncovered unmarked graves 
containing the remains of almost 1000 individuals interred in 63 burial pits in 
the north-east corner of the workhouse grounds. Each pit contained multiple 
interments, from six to twenty-seven individuals apiece. Men, women, and 
children shared burial pits, each within individual coffins. Historical evidence 
suggests that each pit represented a single week’s worth of deaths (51-4)  The 
individuals, victims of starvation and disease during the Great Famine, were 
buried with nothing to identify their remains in either the historical or the ma-
terial record. The goal of this book is to humanize the anonymous victims un-
earthed at the Kilkenny workhouse.  
In the first chapter, Geber communicates the need for a bioarchaeo-
logical analysis of famine victims as he plainly lays out his methodological 
approach and argues for the importance of the work he is about to present. 
Geber utilizes a microarchaeological approach in his study of the mass burials 
at the Kilkenny workhouse. Microarchaeology, an approach similar to micro-
history, suggests that the local is representative of the greater whole. Using this 
theoretical approach, the author states that “by acknowledging that each indi-
vidual archaeological site is part of a greater entity, it is possible to gain in-
sight into the wider society it formed a part of” (17). He suggests that the Kil-
kenny workhouse burial can be used to explore the unrecorded histories of the 
destitute throughout Ireland during the famine years. Geber argues that the 
value of his microarchaeological approach to the Kilkenny Workhouse data is 
validated when viewed through a wider societal lens. The workhouse and mass 
burial in Kilkenny is representative of a structural system utilized throughout 
Ireland at the time. This is evidenced not only by the 1838 Poor Law and the 
workhouse system, but also in the social attitudes that served to create these 
structures. His argument, unfortunately, leaves little agency to the “poor” indi-
viduals interred on the workhouse grounds. To be “severely constrained by 
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political, social, and economic factors” (12; emphasis added) should not be 
equated to being controlled entirely by these factors. The work presented in 
this volume suggests the author does not view these individuals as mindless 
automatons. However, the framework as laid out by Geber glaringly over-
looks the “poor” individual’s ability to act as willful agents within and part of 
the social structure. Overall, his multidisciplinary approach is an excellent 
example of how the fusion of history, archaeology, and osteology can offer a 
deeper understanding of individuals often overlooked in the historical and 
archaeological record. Geber’s statement that “[w]hile archaeology reveals 
the treatment of the dead, the osteology reveals the treatment of the liv-
ing” (16) is a brilliant insight to the need for a multidisciplinary approach 
when recreating past lives. 
Chapter 2 provides a historical backdrop of the lives of the people 
interred at the Kilkenny workhouse. This chapter is a concise, yet robust his-
torical analysis of the lives of the Irish pauper leading up to and through the 
famine years. Geber covers the history of the workhouse system in Ireland, 
and the political backdrop in which it was created. He also explores the Irish 
pauper’s reliance on the potato as a dietary staple, and the devastating effect 
of the potato blight. In the years leading to the Famine, the Irish were heavily 
reliant on the potato crop; adults were estimated to consume between ten to 
twelve pounds of potatoes a day, and children consumed approximately four 
pounds. Geber states that “it has been estimated that the bottom third of the 
population relied entirely on the potato crop for sustenance in the early 1840s 
(35-36). In 1845 the arrival of the potato blight resulted in the loss of one-
third of the potato crop in Ireland, and two-thirds of the crop the next year 
with devastating effects. Geber delicately walks a political tightrope discuss-
ing the history of the Famine as he explores the British political system that 
offered aid in poorhouses while increasing grain export from Ireland into 
England during the height of the Famine. Within this broader historical con-
text, Geber contextualizes Kilkenny and the workhouse located there, includ-
ing a detailed description of the mortuary practices as evidenced through his-
torical documents and archaeologically. 
The next two chapters are an investigation of the bioarchaeological 
evidence which he divides first into a social bioarchaeological analysis before 
exploring evidence of famine-related disease and mortality. Geber uses the 
first of these two chapters to better understand the “…diversity of life experi-
enced by the poor in this century” (59). In this chapter he provides an in-depth 
analysis of stature using equations from Trotter and Gleser (1952, 1958) and 
Sjovold (1990) as well as, oral health, joint disease, syphilis, and skeletal 
trauma due to accident and violence. The author employs a multi-faceted ap-
proach in his analysis of these data. Through comparisons with other ceme-
tery populations in Ireland, England, Canada, and the United States he draws 
conclusions about the hardships faced in life by the individuals interred at the 
Kilkenny workhouse cemetery as members of a particular socioeconomic 
status. 
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In the second bioarchaeological chapter, Geber provides an examina-
tion of famine related diseases, mortality, and evidence of medical interven-
tion. Most deaths during the Famine years were not a result of starvation, but a 
result of diseases to which the living were more susceptible because of starva-
tion. Geber uses this as an opportunity to understand the burdens of disease the 
poor were subjected to in life and which often caused their deaths. Geber also 
includes a short, but intriguing, section on evidence of medical intervention at 
the Kilkenny workhouse. The author briefly discusses the presence seven of 
post-mortem craniotomies among the burial population as well as supporting 
historical evidence. It is unsure whether the craniotomies were a result of au-
topsy for medical purposes or dissection for medical education. Geber pro-
vides a detailed description of the stature and pathological markers among the 
craniotomized individuals; the discussion of post-mortem craniotomy is frus-
tratingly brief, however. The section begs for more historical analysis of near-
by medical education facilities in order to fully contextualize the evidence. 
This portion of the work contains the only example of hand drawn illustra-
tions, and they are beautifully done. The combination of photographs and the 
sketches provide clear illustrative examples of post-mortem medical interven-
tion. 
The final chapter sums up the archaeological and bioarchaeological 
analysis and argue the deeper significance of the work. Victims of Ireland’s 
Great Famine is an exemplar of multidisciplinary archaeology used to give 
individuality to a community often relegated to the collective term “pauper.” 
Geber’s goal is to “deanonymize” the statistics and in that he is successful. 
While he is unable to assign specific identities to individuals, through histori-
cal archaeology and bioarchaeology his effort creates a better understanding of 
the lives of those most affected by the Famine in the mid-nineteenth century. 
His work proves to be a thought-provoking analysis of bioarchaeology and 
institutional archaeology. Insightful and well-written, this work captures a 
broad array of interests in an easily accessible way, including the presentation 
of the bioarchaeological analysis in such a way that it can be understood by 
readers of all levels of osteological experience. He perfectly illustrates the ne-
cessity for a comprehensive approach including history, archaeology, and bio-
archaeology in better understanding historical cemetery sites. Black and white 
photographs, drawings, and maps throughout the monograph provide detail 
and accompany the text nicely. In Victims of Ireland’s Great Famine Geber 
provides deeply thought out and well executed multidisciplinary bioarchaeo-
logical analysis that sheds light onto the lives, if not the individual identities, 
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